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Abstract 
The systemic approach to family and the assumption that there is a correlation between patterns of family functioning and 
parenting styles are considered to be most appropriate when examining this problem. According to the Circumplex model 
proposed by Olson and his associates, balanced cohesion and flexibility are related to the democratic/authoritative parenting, 
which is the most desirable style from the standpoint of the developmental needs of a child. The aim of our study was to examine 
this assumption on a sample of students studying at the University of Nis (316 male and 268 female students).    FACES IV 
(Olson, et al, 2006) was applied for testing family relationships, while PSDQ questionnaire (Robinson, et al, 2001) was used for 
testing parental styles. According to the results, balanced cohesion and flexibility correlate with all three sub-dimensions of the 
democratic/authoritative style: connection, regulation, and autonomy granting. Authoritarian parenting style correlates negatively 
with all the functional patterns of family functioning and positively with all the dysfunctional patterns of family functioning. 
Mother’s permissiveness correlates positively only with the dysfunctional patterns of family functioning, enmeshed and chaotic. 
These findings support the hypothesis that the patterns of family functioning are reflected in the parenting style, which implies 
that interventions targeting the parenting model cannot significantly affect the principal model of family functioning. Focusing on 
the strengthening of parenting skills should be replaced by influencing the patterns of family functioning, in order for the effects 
of the intervention on the parental subsystem to be adequate and efficient. 
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Theories which belong to the systemic approach are the best known and most relevant contemporary 
psychological theories dealing with the notion of family, primarily the dynamics of the relationship between its 
members. According to the systemic approach to family, family functioning cannot be understood as a sum of each 
member’s individual functioning. A family is a system composed of subsystems’ components: spousal, parental, and 
sibling. At the same time, it is a part of an environmental suprasystem with which it exchanges energy and 
information. In order to understand the way in which one family functions it is important to understand the 
relationships which exist among these subsystems as well as the relationships between the family and its 
surrounding. Applying the principles of general system theory on the family, it can be said that parts of the family, 
i.e. its subsystems, are in constant interaction and that individual member’s behaviour, i.e. subsystems, cannot be 
understood in isolation from the other parts of the system. Family as a system acts through transactional patterns 
which consist of repeated interactions that establish the pattern of behaviour. According to Minuchin (Minuchin & 
Fishman, 1981), those patterns complement the family structure that governs the functioning of the family members 
by drawing their scale of behaviour and alleviating the interaction between them. A family structure capable of 
dealing with life in general is crucial for reaching the essential goals with regards to supporting individualization 
and providing a sense of belonging at the same time. 
David Olson’s Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems is one of the models for inspecting the patterns 
of family functioning. According to the Circumplex model, the important dimensions of family functioning are 
family cohesion and flexibility. Olson (Olson, 2000) claims that family cohesion refers to the emotional connection 
between family members. Cohesion is focused on the way in which a family balances togetherness and separation. 
The next dimension which is very important for family functioning is family adaptability i.e. flexibility. Flexibility 
used to be described as to the amount of change in family leadership, division of roles and rules of mutual relations. 
The new definition of family flexibility is the quality and expression of leadership and organization, distribution of 
roles and styles of negotiation (Olson, Gorall, 2007). Flexibility refers to the way in which a family balances 
stability and change.  
 With regards to the dimensions of flexibility and cohesion, functional family systems are characterized by the 
tendency towards stability and balance, the opportunity to adjust to certain life circumstances, the existence of 
cohesion and a sense of nurturing and supporting togetherness as well as the respect of individual differences. This 
provides an opportunity for individual growth and fulfilling the educational role of the family. From the systemic 
perspective we believe that certain parental styles rely on the patterns of family functioning and that it is really 
important to explore their relationship, and that is the subject of our research. 
 
2. Circumplex model and parenting style 
 
Given that the subject matter of this paper is examining the patterns of family functioning and parenting styles, 
we consider it appropriate to give some attention to the correlation between the Circumplex model of family 
functioning and parenting styles. According to Olson’s hypothesis (Olson, Gorall, 2007) certain parenting styles rely 
on the patterns of family functioning. This is operationalized in FACES IV. Olson and Gorall believe that the Diane 
Baumrind’s theory about parenting styles corresponds with their theoretical model of family functioning. Relying on 
Shaffer’s model, D. Baumrind (Baumrind, 1968) defined three basic types the parent-child relationship: 
authoritarian, authoritative and permissive. From the systemic perspective, the authoritative style should be present 
in balanced family systems. Those are families with adequate cohesion and flexibility, classified as healthy and 
normal. The authoritarian style should be present in families with an extremely high level of togetherness 
(enmeshed) and a lack of flexibility reflected in rigid functioning. This means that parents primarily demand 
obedience and loyalty from their children. The rules which exist in such families are usually very rigid and 
disobeying them usually has its consequences. The permissive parenting style should be present in families 
characterized by a high level of cohesion and an extremely high level of flexibility (chaotic). This means that there 
is togetherness but the roles and rules are either unclear or constantly change (lack of stability). The research on 
parenting has shown that children in more balanced families are emotionally healthier, happier and more successful 
in school and life. Children who have authoritative parents show the type of behaviour described by Baumrind as 
energetic-friendly. Those children are very self-reliant and cheerful, can cope well with stress and they are 
achievement-oriented. 
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3. Methodological approach to the problem  
 
The aim of the research was to establish whether there is a correlation between the patterns of family functioning 
and the dimensions of the parenting style. We assumed that there is a correlation between the balanced family 
systems and the authoritative parenting style. We also assumed that there is a correlation between the unbalanced 
pattern of family functioning and the dysfunctional parenting style, that disengagement, enmeshment, rigidity and 
chaotic family relations are characterized by lower levels of satisfaction and that poor communication is related to 
the permissive and authoritarian parenting styles. Scaling techniques were used as a research tool, and FACES IV 
(Family Adaptation and Cohesion Scales IV, Olson, Gorrall, Tiesel, 2006) was used as the measuring instrument. 
The dimensions of balanced family relations are: Balanced Cohesion and Balanced Flexibility. The dimensions of 
unbalanced family relations: Disengaged, Enmeshed, Chaotic and Rigid, as well as the dimensions of 
Communication in the family and Satisfaction with the family. Parenting Styles & Dimensions Questionnaire, 
(PSDQ, Robinson, Mandleco, Olson & Hart, 2001) was used to determine the parenting style. It assesses the 
authoritative, authoritarian and permissive parenting styles and is based on Diana Baumrind’s model of parenting 
styles. The dimensions of the authoritative style are: Connection, Regulation and Autonomy Granting and they 
compose the first part of the questionnaire. The dimensions of the authoritarian style: Physical coercion, Verbal 
Hostility and Non-Reasoning, which make the second part of the questionnaire. The permissive parenting style does 
not have any specific dimensions in the questionnaire; however, it makes the third part of the questionnaire. The 
research was conducted on a sample of students studying at the University of Nis. The sample was comprised of 316 
males and 268 females, making a total of 584 students.   
 
4. Results and interpretation  
 
The results for the dimensions of balanced cohesion, balanced flexibility, disengagement, enmeshment, rigidity, 
chaos, communication in the family and satisfaction with the family are presented first. The results are given in 
Table 1. Based on the given data it is clear that the scores for the dimensions characteristic of functional families are 
relatively high. The analysis of the ratio between the balanced and unbalanced scales in the questionnaire - the 
balanced cohesion compared to disengagement and enmeshment and  the balanced flexibility compared to rigidity 
and chaos - on the examined sample is above one (the ratio for cohesion is 1.5, the ratio for flexibility is 1.4, and the 
total Circumplex ratio is 1.4) which shows that the families in our sample are functional and balanced, i.e. that 
balanced cohesion and balanced flexibility are the dominant patterns of family functioning in the students’ families.  
Table 1. Dimensions of parenting functioning 
Sub-scales Mean Standard 
deviation 
Skjunis Kurtozis 
Balanced cohesion 27.2560 5.08572 -1.062 1.281 
Balanced flexibility 24.9469 4.48416 -.607 .933 
Disengagement 17.6452 4.46240 .428 .245 
Enmeshment 17.7902 3.93144 .374 .889 
Rigidity 19.0617 4.19134 .125 .395 
Chaotic 16.9283 4.35816 .332 .178 
Family communication 37.8846 7.58496 -.632 .273 
Family satisfaction 37.4298 7.68340 -.653 .191 
 
The next step in our research was to determine the parenting style in the students’ families. The results (see 
Table 2) show that the authoritative parenting style is the dominant parenting style in students’ families. The sub-
dimensions of the authoritative style are more prominent than the dimensions of the authoritarian and the 
permissive style, connection and autonomy granting in the authoritative parenting style both for the father and the 
mother are more prominent than regulation; all three sub-dimensions of the authoritative style are more prominent 
for the mother than the father. Seen from a systemic perspective, competent parenting stems from the functional 
family and spousal relations. In accordance with the Circumplex model, these results support the hypothesis that the 
authoritative parenting style is connected with the balanced family relations.  
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Table 2. The factor of PSDQ questionnaire 
Instrument Variable Mean Standard deviation 
PSDQ father Connection 3.7176 0.88129 
 Regulation 3.4082 0.86282 
 Autonomy 
Granting 3.6398 0.86292 
 Physical 
Coercion 1.9771 0.91684 
 Verbal Hostility 2.9563 0.76864 
 Non-Reasoning 1.9078 0.84761 
 Permissiveness 2.7349 0.69686 
PSDQ mother Connection 4.2019 0.78067 
 Regulation 3.7091 0.78655 
 Autonomy 
Granting 3.9086 0.79882 
 Physical 
Coercion 2.1907 0.93551 
 Verbal Hostility 3.1175 0.77240 
 Non-Reasoning 2.0262 0.94247 
 Permissiveness 3.0346 0.69074 
 
Table 3 shows the correlation of FACES IV and PSDQ scores. The results show a significant moderate positive 
correlation between balanced cohesion and balanced flexibility and all three sub-dimensions of the authoritative 
style for both the father and the mother (with the correlation for the mother being somewhat higher). There is also a 
significant moderate positive correlation between the sub-dimensions of the authoritative parenting style and 
Communication and Satisfaction with the family. Given that, according to Baumrind’s theory, the authoritative 
parenting style is a synonym for competent parenting, the results suggest that there is a correlation between the 
functional family relationships and functional parenting. Furthermore, there is a significant negative correlation 
between all the sub-dimensions of the authoritative parenting style (both for the father and the mother) and 
dysfunctional family relationships such as disengagement and chaotic family relations. 
 
Table 3. Correlation of measures of FACES IV and PSDQ 
PSDQ ↓ FACES IV → 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
PSDQ father – Connection 0.507* 0.464* -0.325* -0.002 -0.036 -0.234* 0.478* 0.512* 
PSDQ father - Regulation 0.419* 0.413* -0.237* -0.066 0.068 -0.193* 0.386* 0.436* 
PSDQ father – Autonomy 
Granting 0.448
* 0.411* -0.223* 0.000 -0.082 -0.164* 0.434* 0.454* 
PSDQ father – Physical 
Coercion -0.287
* -0.198* 0.223* 0.111* 0.234* 0.173* -0.311* -0.271* 
PSDQ father – Verbal 
Hostility -0.085
* -0.079 0.153* 0.066 0.228* 0.085* -0.143* -0.121* 
PSDQ father – Non-Reasoning -0.342* -0.240* 0.268* 0.230* 0.316* 0.238* -0.399* -0.302* 
PSDQ father - Permissiveness 0.086* 0.088* -0.011 0.121* 0.047 0.051 0.014 0.057 
PSDQ mother – Connection 0.566* 0.470* -0.336* -0.060 -0.087* -0.291* 0.564* 0.530* 
PSDQ mother – Regulation 0.453* 0.407* -0.275* -0.052 0.064 -0.202* 0.442* 0.444* 
PSDQ mother – Autonomy 
Granting 0.511
* 0.397* -0.272* -0.072 -0.132* -0.237* 0.506* 0.472* 
PSDQ mother – Physical 
Coercion -0.296
* -0.199* 0.233* 0.103* 0.161* 0.208* -0.302* -0.250* 
PSDQ mother - Verbal 
Hostility -0.134
* -0.093* 0.188* 0.070 0.134* 0.148* -0.177* -0.151* 
PSDQ mother – Non-
Reasoning -0.427
* -0.268* 0.343* 0.243* 0.279* 0.342* -0.442* -0.344* 
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PSDQ mother – 
Permissiveness 0.034 0.014 0.057 0.101
* 0.006 0.124* -0.028 -0.015 
PSDQ mother–  factor of 
authoritative style  0.582
* 0.485* -0.336* -0.070 -0.060 -0.276* 0.578* 0.549* 
PSDQ mother – factor of 
authoritarian style -0.348
* -0.230* 0.304* 0.168* 0.229* 0.281* -0.375* -0.302* 
PSDQ father –  factor of 
authoritative style 0.524
* 0.494* -0.301* -0.023 -0.018 -0.226* 0.496* 0.534* 
PSDQ father – factor of 
authoritarian style -0.282
* -0.203* 0.250* 0.157* 0.298* 0.,194* -0.334* -0.272* 
Legend: 1 –Balanced cohesion; 2 –Balanced flexibility, 3 – Disengagement; 4 –Enmeshment,  5 – Rigidity; 6 – 
Chaotic; 7 – Family communication; 8 – Family satisfaction 
Statistically significant at the level over 0.05 all correlations higher than 0.08. 
 
The factor of the authoritarian parenting style for both parents correlates negatively with all functional family 
patterns and positively with all dysfunctional family patterns. Mother’s authoritarianism is generally viewed as a 
factor. Individually, through sub-dimensions, it strongly negatively correlates with the dimensions of balanced 
cohesion and family flexibility. Both parents’ Verbal hostility is in a significant, but rather low, negative correlation, 
while physical coercion and non-reasoning (especially non-reasoning) are in a significant moderate negative 
correlation which is still lower than that of the authoritative style. There is also a significant negative correlation 
with the subscales of Communication and Satisfaction with the family. Both parents’ Non-reasoning, which is a 
subscale of the authoritarian style, shows the strongest negative correlation with balanced cohesion, flexibility, 
communication and satisfaction with the family. This indicates the significance of communication for parenting and 
family functioning. Both parents’ Non-Reasoning and physical coercion positively correlate with all patterns of 
dysfunctional family systems. There is a significant low correlation between parents’ Verbal hostility and 
disengagement, rigidity and chaotic patterns of family functioning.  
As shown in Table 3, the father’s permissiveness, as opposed to the mother’s, is connected to the functional 
patterns of family relations. However, given the fact that the correlation is low, it can be understood as closeness 
with the father and father’s support which is important for the feeling of acceptance. Father’s permissiveness also 
positively correlates with enmeshment in family relationships. Mother’s permissiveness also positively correlates 
with family enmeshment. In families with an excessive need for closeness and cohesion, where members’ autonomy 
is less supported (suffocating closeness), there is a higher level of enmeshed relations indicating the parents’ 
permissiveness.  
These results can be related to the results of the research conducted by Erel and Burman (Erel & Burman, 1995), 
who noted that there is a “spill over effect”, i.e. positive or negative influence of marital functioning on parental 
functioning. According to our results, functional parenting is reflected in high scores on the balanced cohesion and 
balanced flexibility scales and low scores on the four scales that measure unbalanced family relationships 
characteristic of dysfunctional family patterns. Emotional connection among the family members, respect of mutual 
autonomy, flexibility in setting the rules, together with respecting the roles and boundaries comprise the core of 
adequate parental functioning which, according to the research of Baumrind (Baumrind, 1991, 2002), is reflected in 
the authoritative parenting style. It represents parenting dominated by emotional warmth together with control 
appropriate for the child’s age and needs. The results can be related to the results of a research by Fauchier and 
Margolin (Fauchier & Margolin, 2004) who examined the correlation between manifestations of closeness and 
conflict in spousal and parent-child relations. Most of these reports have shown that there is a correlation between 
warmth and closeness in marital functioning and the warm parenting style.  
Results showed that patterns of dysfunctional family systems are related to dysfunctional parenting which, 
according to our research and D. Baumrind’s theory, presents as the authoritarian parenting style. There are also 
negative correlations between balanced family patterns, communication and family satisfaction and authoritarian 
parenting, as well as a positive correlation between all the dysfunctional family patterns and the authoritarian 
parenting. According to D. Baumrind’s theory, children who have authoritarian parents are “conflicted-irritable”, 
have a tendency to be moody, unhappy, vulnerable to stress, and unfriendly. 
Our examinees are students in different years of their study which is suggestive of their academic success and, 
according to the research of Steinberg and Baumrind (Steinberg, 1992, Baumrind, 1991) it is mostly related to the 
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authoritative parenting style, i.e. to competent parenting. The research by Steinberg and his associates (Steinberg et 
al. 1992) shows that there are three components of authoritative parenting that contribute to healthy psychological 
development and academic success of adolescents: parental acceptance or warmth, supervising the child’s behaviour 
and rigidity, and psychological autonomy granting or democracy. Our results confirm these findings as students 
from our research mostly come from functional family systems where parents usually exert the authoritative 
parenting style.  
 
5. Conclusion    
 
 The general hypothesis which served as a basis for this research is that the patterns of family functioning are 
reflected in the parenting style. The results of the research show that balanced cohesion and balanced flexibility are 
the dominant patterns in the family functioning. Cohesion is somewhat lower than expected, but not significantly, 
which we can ascribe to the developmental phase of the students. It is also determined that there is a significant 
positive correlation between balanced cohesion and flexibility in all three sub-dimensions of the authoritative 
parenting style. Furthermore, there is a significant correlation between the above mentioned sub-dimensions of the 
authoritative style and the scores on the family communication and the family satisfaction scales. The results refer 
to the family as a system and not as a spousal and parental subsystem. Balanced cohesion and flexibility, open 
communication and satisfaction with the family can be seen in families with no emotional interruption of emotional 
tension in the spousal subsystem. Functional family patterns are connected with competent family functioning. The 
discussion of the obtained results confirms the circularity on which the systemic approach is based. The dimension 
of togetherness and emotional connection among family members, as well as the capacity for change and respecting 
rules, represent the unique core of family relationships and parenting styles. Our results indicate the importance of 
family functioning for competent parenting and may be related to the findings of Cummings et al. (Cummings, et al. 
2002), who suggest that inter-parental relations are another dimension of parenting. According to their concept, 
parents’ marital relationships are reflected in parental functioning and are therefore viewed as a dimension of 
parenting or a parenting style. A systemic approach to our results suggests that focusing on the strengthening of 
parenting skills should be replaced by influencing the patterns of family functioning, in order for the effects of the 
intervention on the parental subsystem to be adequate and efficient. 
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